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Steel Gardens is a multidisciplinary 
exhibition which is a celebration of 
women, their stories and contribution 
to the community. The exhibition is 
a part of Wollongong Art Gallery’s 
visiting curator program which provides 
opportunities for curators outside 
the Gallery to develop and present 
projects that tell unique stories and 
provide different perspectives to those 
that might be developed through the 
Gallery’s usual program development 
processes.

This project incorporates aspects of 
visual arts, music and performance 
to deliver a diverse interactive and 
immersive experience. Artists and 
community participants have worked 
tirelessly and closely together for many 
months to develop this engaging and 
inspiring exhibition that provides access 
to the richness and diversity of our 
community through stories that are both 
personal and universal in their themes.  

Developed by the Wollongong 
Women’s Information Service, which 
provides a range of programs and 

support services for women in the 
Illawarra affected by domestic violence, 
isolation, marginalization, disadvantage 
and other life affecting issues, this 
exhibition is a testament to the 
strength, resilience and creative power 
of women everywhere.

The Gallery would like to thank the 
Wollongong Women’s Information 
Service and particularly Therese Quinn, 
Lucia Parrella and Denise Thomas 
for their passion and commitment to 
this important project. We would also 
like to thank all the women who have 
participated and given so generously 
of their time, and whose stories and 
experiences give real heart to the 
exhibition and its accompanying public 
programs and events.

We would like to invite visitors to take 
the time to both engage with and enjoy 
this exhibition.

John Monteleone  
Program Director

Foreword

Images

Cover: (detail) Cringila Gardens, 2014, natural 
and rust dye, embroidery, hand stitching by 
Multicultural Women’s Café Group

Opposite: Steel Gardens weaving workshop with 
Aboriginal Elders, twining with local reeds



The wind stirs the leaves. Autumn in the 
garden. Shadows of women’s bodies; 
bodies of life, re-telling stories of the 
past. Memories of a journey made from 
a distant land. A young woman’s cry 
echoes from a ship’s railing, suitcases 
and trunks carrying her dreams and 
treasured memories. An embroidered 
pillow case, a linen sheet, a basket, all 
woven from wild grasses, reeds, the 
willow branch, ionostra, salici, sparto, 
vrullu, stroppe, cannizzi. Stitched by 
nimble hands, the hands of mother, 
grandmother and sisters who wept to 
see her go to a life re-shaped by steel 
and industry.

The wind settles, the leaves are still. 
Winter in the garden. Time passes and 
all is quiet as the din of industry and 
culture that once defined us falls away. 
Questions hang in the chill air: What of 
our stories now, after the fall? What of 
the stories of others, women of the first 
people whose stories are etched deep 
within this land?  What will our future 
story be together?

A fresh wind stirs the eucalypts. A 
kookaburra laughs. Spring in the 
garden. A time to listen and flourish 
anew. The bird’s laughter lights up 
pictures and words: the stories of 
Aboriginal Elders. Mum and her bush 
medicine, yuk, yuk! Weaving the native 
grasses and waterlily stems with Aunt 
Kate down by Muree Creek. Building 
a hammock among the gumtrees; a 
refuge from the home. Aunt Tibby, Miss 
Dutton and the big bunch of cosmos. 
Queenie, queenie, in mum’s garden. 
Me and Mandy and mischief with the 
watermelons. Hula days with my sisters, 

hibiscus in our hair. Agnes in the river 
with the apple in her mouth. Faded 
childhood gardens brought to light 
again. 

A gentle shimmering in the wings 
releases the aroma of drying herbs, the 
murmuring of women’s voices, laughter, 
song, and a distant drum. A movement 
of bodies, young and old, dance 
through the veils of light.

Suspended above a boudoir of pillows 
and blankets, mountain herbs hang 
out to dry. A place to remember, a 
place to dream. The fragrance of 
oregano through the house, women 
dancing under the olive trees, mum’s 
mint for the Sunday roast, jonquils on 
Wentworth Street, leeches in the rice 
field, lemons and sunshine in freshly 
washed sheets, the wheat harvest and 
one hundred and ten socks to knit, 
mushrooms under the chestnut tree, 
a rose from her first love pressed long 
ago in the only book.  

The wind stirs with new life. The Elders 
invite us to hear their stories and 
weave together: A weaving of stories 
begins. As the stories entwine, three 
generations prepare for the first steps 
in a new dance. Like a bird preparing 
for flight, they spread their wings. At 
their head, the Elders gaze into the far 
distance and back into the past, and 
ask, “Is everybody ready?”

Therese Quinn 
Gathering Ground, Wollongong 
Women’s Information Service

“The magic of the wind still continues its whispering through  
the eucalyptus trees. A kookaburra can be heard laughing.  
How long will this beautiful song last?” 

Aunty Adelaide Wenberg, Aboriginal Cultural Centre

Notes from the Garden

Opposite: Multicultural Women’s Café Group 
perform in the Wollongong Botanic Gardens as 
part of Landwritten, 2013



Hula Days, Aunty Barb’s Story. Recorded as part of Steel Garden’s Storytelling Workshops

“The hula dance went around in a horse shoe shape. The girl at the front had to weave in and out  

between the other girls doing the hula. When she got to the other end of the horse shoe, the second girl started to weave in and out.  

Then the next girl, until we all had our turn.”

“Sitting with Aunty Kate, down by Murie Creek, the grasses and lilies bright and tall,  

Collecting reeds to fit our feet, so we can walk and run, run and walk.”
Foot Slapping Weavers, Aunty Colleen’s story. Recorded as part of Steel Garden’s Storytelling Workshops. Song written and composed by Denise Thomas

Images: Paper cut silhouettes from a short film based on stories by Aboriginal Elders. Random weave baskets created by Aboriginal Elders and their carers  as part of Steel Gardens Weaving Workshops



Steel Gardens: Wollongong Women’s 
Stories is a dynamic multi-arts performance 
installation in which women draw on 
memories of gardens and land as well as 
their creative responses to natural settings 
in their local environment to present a 
playful re-telling of their life stories and an 
exploration of what it means to be living 
in an industrial town undergoing radical 
change.

Steel Gardens: Wollongong Women’s Stories 
is the culmination of Gathering Ground, a 
women’s creative social health program 
conducted by Wollongong Women’s 
Information Service (WWIS) during 2013 
and 2014. The program is underpinned by 
community cultural development (CCD) 
principles which promote a broader social 
practice of the arts and the role of artists 
as part of community development and 
social change. In this practice creativity 
becomes the medium through which new 
social relationships are formed and within 
which communities engage as co-producers, 
working alongside trained artists, in making 
culture which reflects and affirms their 
stories, experiences and aspirations.  

The Wollongong Botanic Garden provided 
a meeting place and source of inspiration 
for the program in 2013. Throughout the 
year diverse groups of women met in the 
Garden to participate in creative storytelling 
projects, culminating in the presentation 
of the site-based multi-arts performance 
work, Landwritten: Wollongong Women’s 
Story Trail. These activities established 
an extended social network and creative 
community of women who have continued 
their involvement in Gathering Ground 
in 2014. Alongside a team of community 
cultural development practitioners and 
artists, these women have been the co-
producers of Steel Gardens: Wollongong 
Women’s Stories.

Therese Quinn from WWIS has coordinated 
the Gathering Ground program, working 
with a team of fellow CCD practitioners 
and artists, Lucia Parrella, Denise Thomas, 
Ana Wong Perera and Carolyn Nowazyck. 
With expertise across a range of art-
forms, the team planned and facilitated 
a series of creative storytelling projects 
with diverse groups of younger and older 
women from across the Wollongong and 
Shellharbour areas. Elizabeth Hodgson 
and Lissa de Sailles provided the team 
with additional expertise in weaving and 
textiles-based art-forms. The creative team 

was also responsible for curating the work 
as a dynamic multi-arts installation piece 
combining performative, visual and sound 
elements. 

The women’s groups involved in Steel 
Gardens: Wollongong Women’s Stories were: 

Aboriginal Elders and Carers Cultural 
Group Aboriginal Elders and carers from 
the Aboriginal Cultural Centre shared and 
recorded stories about their childhood 
and memories of gardens and land. Their 
stories inspired songs, shadow puppet 
performances, prints, paper cuts, random 
weaving and other constructions.  

Multicultural Women’s Cafe Group  
Arabic speaking and Turkish women 
gathered weekly at the Cringila Community 
Hall to share memories of natural remedies, 
recalling gardens in their homeland and 
exploring their local neighbourhood of 
Cringila through storytelling, dance, song, 
drawing, sewing and exploring the botanical 
alchemy of dyeing with plants.  

Women’s Information and Cultural 
Exchange Women from culturally diverse 
backgrounds met weekly to explore their 
life stories through dance, song, creative 
movement and performance-making. The 
group played a key role in devising and 
presenting the storytelling performances 
and cultural song and dance exchange 
workshops for Steel Gardens.  

Warrawong Italian Women’s Group  
Italian women from Warrawong and Port 
Kembla shared their stories of migration, 
songs and cultural dance with other 
women’s groups and with young women 
from Figtree and Warrawong High 
schools. The group also contributed to the 
presentation of the community storytelling 
performances for Steel Gardens

Cringila Macedonian Women’s Group 
Macedonian women from the Cringila, 
Warrawong, and Lake Heights area shared 
their stories, songs and cultural dance, 
as well as helping to devise and present 
community storytelling performances for 
Steel Gardens.  

Young Women’s Groups Young women’s 
groups from  Figtree, Oak Flats, and 
Warrawong High Schools participated in 
inter-generational storytelling and creative 
dance activities with older women’s groups.

Steel Gardens: Wollongong Women’s Stories

Images: Process and performance highlights from the Gathering Ground program in 2013 and 2014



Aboriginal Elders and Carers Cultural 
Group Aunty Bev Armer, Aunty 
Adelaide Wenberg, Aunty Val Webb, 
Aunty Barb Andy, Aunty Lindy Lawler, 
Aunty Colleen Sloan, Aunty Lil Hughes, 
Aunty Denise Pittman, Aunty Catherine 
Miller, Aunty Jenny Dawson, Aunty Lila 
Lawrence, Aunty Dot Deely, Leanne 
Olive, Kiera Cruse, Stacey Kennedy, Deb 
Lawrence, and Lillian Luland.

Multicultural Women’s Cafe Group  
Makbule Alkilic, Arife Ayaz, Rajaa 
Dgheish, Wafa Elmir, Najla Elhage, 
Sevim Erkan, Najla Hadaya, Zoraida 
Hazel, Widad Khaled, Chadia Khayat, 
Fatima Maarbani, Nabila Maarbani, 
Najah Maarbani, Samia Matar, Mujgan 
Mustu, Aynur Toros, Fadwa Qasim, and 
Laila Youssef.

Women’s Information and Cultural 
Exchange Caterina Aiello, Elisabetta 
Ambrosi, Arife Ayaz, Jackie Bellino, 
Assunta D’Amore, Lila Dimitroske, 
Mafalda Distefano, Demitra Ferles, 
Yiota Ferles, Antonia Fieravanti, 
Judy Georgiou, Zoraida Hazel, Najla 
Hadaya, Giulia Iacovelli, Rosa Iannuzzi, 
Beti Klimoska, Dusanka Krkoska, 
Vanda Maruca, Fadwa Qasim, Elsa 
Rossi, Colomba Salucci, Nelda Sossai, 
Gabrielle Stinson, Yin Tian, and Marta 
Venegas.

Warrawong Italian Women’s Group 
Caterina Aiello, Maria Antonelli, 
Battistina Curcio, Veronica Ciocci, 
Annunziata Caruso, Vincenza Ciccarelli, 
Assunta D’Amore, Teresa Deliseo, 
Angela Doro, Antonia Fieravanti, Rosa 
Iannuzzi, Anna Liberante, Antonietta 
Losinno, Maria Renosto, Colomba 
Salucci, Pasquina Salucci, Angelica 
Sansone, Gina Maruca, Teresa Sansone, 
Gina Ricchiuti, Loreta Viselli, Eugenia 
Dall’Ara, and Giulia Iacovelli.  

Cringila Macedonian Women’s 
Group Bogdana Bajmakoska, Ratka 
Bimbiloska,  Vojsa Dimoska, Sofi 
Dojcinovska, Finka Hristovska, Jorda 
Jankulovska, Blaguna Kamnaroska, Beti 

Klimoska, Dusanka Krkoska, Jefrosima 
Mackoska, Zvezda Markovska, Cveta 
Nekoska, Luba Nikoloska, Biljana 
Petroska, Menka Ristova, Ratka 
Siljanoska, Ristana Siljanovska, Mira 
Srbinoska, Zorica Stankovic, Hatiger 
Sulkanovic, Velika Tolevska, Cveta 
Trajceska, Nikolina Tupancevska, and 
Koca Veljanovska. 

Young Women’s Groups (Oak Flats 
High School) Karly James, Jordan-
Lee Potts, Cortney McWatters, Chloe 
Wilson; (Figtree High School) Caitlin 
Carson, Gieorgia Corbeski, Nabeela 
Kassas, Kirstyn Teuma, Margaret 
Va’afusuaga, Regina Wrey, Jelena Zavic; 
(Warrawong High School Support Unit) 
Amazing Girls Group.
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Opposite: Site specific installation by the Warrawong Italian Women’s group as part of Landwritten, 2013



Wollongong Art Gallery is a service of Wollongong City Council and receives assistance 
from the NSW Government through Trade & Investment Arts NSW. Wollongong Art 
Gallery is a member of Regional and Public Galleries of NSW. WCC©1371937.7.14

Corner Kembla & Burelli streets  
Wollongong • phone 02 4227 8500   
www.wollongongartgallery.com 
open Tues-Fri 10am-5pm, weekends 12-4pm

This project is conducted by Wollongong Women’s Information Service in partnership with Illawarra Aboriginal 
Corporation, Wollongong Art Gallery and other community-based organisations. Wollongong Women’s Information Service 
Incorporated is assisted by the Australian Government through the Australia Council, its arts funding and advisory body.


